Maecenas' character has been handed down variously and sometimes contradictorily by ancient sources; modern critics have contributed even more to stress extravagant features of his personality and writings. This paper aims to highlight the most important ways of interpretation and to suggest new hints of research starting from a re-analysis of texts. 
Recalling a learned conversation with friends on the Age of Augustus, Marquis JeanLouis Guez de Balzac wrote to Marquise de Rambouillet what would become the fifth speech of his OEuvres diverses, in order to satisfy her curiosity about Maecenas. In the few lines I have quoted here below, it is clear that his character, at that time as nowadays, had been overshadowed by Augustus.
Auguste fut couronné par le suffrage de toute la compagnie […] Mais parce qu'Agrippa et Mecenas furent oubliez en cette Vie, vous me té-moignastes […] que vous ne seriez pas faschée que je vous contasse ce que je pouvois sçavoir de l'un et de l'autre, et que je vous ferois encore plus de plaisir, si je vous voulois faire une particuliere Relation de Mecenas, de qui tant de gens parlent, sans le connoistre. […] je vous donneray les choses […] selon qu'elles me viendront à l'esprit ; et dans la liberté de la Conversation.
I am sure that Maecenas is better known among the readers of this paper than in Marquise's drawing-room. Nevertheless, I do not consider inopportune a rapid survey of the ancient sources; the Latin sources, in particular, on Maecenas form an anthological series of sporadic testimonies rather consistent with each other, but poor of information, especially when compared to the fame (or rather the myth) of the character.
The biographers of the twentieth century 2 understandably interested in providing the fullest possible picture of Maecenas, often pay more attention to his character than to the context of the source and to the purposes of the authors, in order to draw from the source more than what it actually says. Maecenas' portraits obtained by Avallone and André are undeniably satisfactory and reliable, but as a scholar of Latin literature I would like to obtain from the sources a more neutral picture of this cornerstone of the age of Augustus. Like the Marquis de Balzac I will proceed dans la liberté de la conversation and with a drastic selection of passages, starting with some sources on Maecenas' political role.
It is indicative that the richest source of details on this important Roman character of the first century BC is a Greek historian of the third century AD, Dio Cassius, who describes a council where Maecenas illustrates to Augustus the guide-lines of the imperial government (52. 14-40). As a Latinist, I will leave out of consideration this source, finding support from a sentence of Gibbon, who considered the historian scarcely reliable on this topic 3 ; I must anyway admit that, at first glance, the conciseness of the only Latin sources can leave one disappointed or, at least, puzzled. The guards of the city were at that time under the charge of Gaius Maecenas, of equestrian rank, but none the less of illustrious lineage, a man who was literally sleepless when occasion demanded, and quick to foresee what was to be done and skilful in doing it, but when any relaxation was allowed him from business cares would almost outdo a woman in giving himself up to indolence and soft luxury. He was not less loved by Caesar than Agrippa, thought he had fewer honours heaped upon him, since he lived thoroughly content with the narrow stripe of equestrian order. He might have achieved a position no less high than Agrippa, but had not the same ambition for it. Quietly and carefully concealing his activity he unearthed the plans of the hot-headed youth, and by crushing Lepidus with wonderful swiftness and without causing disturbance to either men or things he extinguished the portentous beginnings of a new and reviving civil war. [trans. F.W. Shipley 4 ]
Even if we overlook the most "paradoxical" -and well known -aspects of his eccentric behaviour, Maecenas turns out, however, to be an ambiguous figure of a man who could unofficially do everything while officially he was nothing. We get the same impression from reading another great historian: Tacitus (ann. 3. 30), who even more ambiguously shows us Maecenas behind the figure of his successor Sallust Crispus (grandson of Sallust the historian). Thus for him the avenue to the great offices lay clear; but, choosing to emulate Maecenas, without holding senatorial rank he outstripped in influence many who had won a triumph or the consulate; while by his elegancy and refinements he was sundered from the old Roman school, and in the ample and generous scale of his establishment approached extrava-gance. Yet under it all lay a mental energy, equal to gigantic task, and all the more active from the display he made of somnolence and apathy. Hence, next to Maecenas, while Maecenas lived, and later next to none, he it was who sustained the burden of the secrets of emperors. He was privy to the killing of Agrippa Postumus; but with advancing years he retained more the semblance than the reality of his sovereign's friendship. The same lot had fallen to Maecenas also, -whether influence, rarely perpetual, dies a natural death, or there comes a satiety, sometimes to the monarch who has no more to give, sometimes to the favourite with no more to crave [trans. J. Jackson 5 ]
In Tacitus' description of Maecenas we find the same hidden (and dissimulated) alacrity, the informal power greater than the formal one, the authority based on personal favour (amicitia principis ~ Caesari carus), which can be weakened but does not completely disappear (speciem magis … quam vim). All this is set in a gloomy picture of secrets and conspiracies of the palace so that the character of Maecenas in politics should not be restricted to the idealized image of the good emperor's wise counsellor.
6
P. White, who seeks excellently to establish the story of the career of Maecenas, deems, understandably, these lines of Tacitus as "irritant" 7 ; on the other hand, the Tacitean commentator E. Koestermann appreciates them as "eine der wichtigen Stellen, an denen Tacitus über die Beständigkeit der Macht nachgrübelt und Klarheit zu gewinnen sucht, welche Faktoren für das Verhältnis zwischen den Machthabern und ihren vertrauten Ratgebern entscheidend sind", 8 and M. A. Levi draws from this passage of Tacitus the best definition of Maecenas' power, considering it a typical political product of the Augustan Age: "Mecenate […] era il responsabile di tutta la gestione politica, culturale ed economica di una casata i cui poteri reali soverchiavano quelli dello stato, ma che formalmente era sempre una casa privata […] . Soltanto se si arriva a capire la situazione in cui si trovava e operava Augusto si può arrivare a ca- This Senecan passage is an often mistreated testimony: superficial readers consider it a simple proof of confidence and esteem of the prince for his counsellor. The apologists for Maecenas perceive in this text a proof of Seneca's malice against Maecenas, featured as a hypocritical courtier. 14 Nowadays, while the critical interest in this important socio-political treatise is increasing, 15 the best definition of these pages has been given, in my opinion, by M. T. Griffin: as a courtier and amicus principis himself, Seneca seems to be the most qualified author to give information about another man of the court. 16 To conclude: Maecenas, minister without a ministry, has really been able to conceal and disguise his role since several of the finest Latin authors have been able to say so little about him. The elusiveness of Maecenas' power exemplifies the elusiveness of Augustus' political media.
17
Seneca moreover is the author who has chiefly developed the criticism of Maecenas' eccentric behaviour, which is clearly, but soberly, testified by historians as well; Sen. Can you not imagine, on reading through these words, that this was the man who always paraded through the city with a flowing tunic? For even if he was discharging the absent emperor's duties, he was always in undress when they ask him for the countersign. Or that this as the man who, as judge on the bench, or as an orator, or at any public function, appeared with his cloak wrapped about his head, leaving only the ears exposed like the millionaire's runaway slave in the farce? Or that this was the man who, at the very [?] time when the state was embroiled in civil strife, when the city was in difficulties and under martial law, was attended in public by two eunuchs -both of them more men than himself?
[trans. R. M. About Maecenas and the poets I shall say less than one might expect. Avallone has done a comprehensive review of major and minor poets of the "circle of Maecenas" and André has tried to illustrate its cultural implication in Augustan policy. 28 However, if we look for details about the activity of the circle and its master in the Augustan authors, they give us almost the same information that Horace gives to the Bore in Hor. S. 1. 9. 43-52: they say as little as possible and describe an absolutely idealized picture of restricted friendship (recent studies, more truthfully, remind us that the amicitia between poets and patron maintained traits of patron-client relationships);
29 so the activity of Maecenas as a patron of letters appears elusive as his activity as a chamberlain.
In regard to the "antonomastic" myth of Maecenas as patron of letters, a very complete analysis is provided by F. Bellandi, which states that the Augustan poets had composed "una sorta di patrimonio di immagini pronto al re-impiego simbolico" 30 on Maecenas' patronage. However, between the first and second centuries a few verses of Laus Pisonis (230-248) will develop these assumptions, offering an organic -and idealized -image of Maecenas as patron of poets. Excepting the anonymous of Laus Pisonis, Labate has recently suggested an interesting way of reading the other sources on Maecenas of this period: "Mecenate senza poeti, poeti senza Mecenate: la distruzione di un mito augusteo." Acta Ant. Hung. 55, 2015 The former part of this interpretation (Maecenas without poets) corresponds to the Maecenas of the tradition used by Seneca, Petronius and the apologetic elegies themselves, which -and this is noteworthy -do not use Maecenas' fame as leader of Augustan poetry to defend him; it might be the proof that this fame was shaded by the infamy of his eccentric behaviour.
32 Therefore, Maecenas in the first and second century represents the stereotype of an overly refined man (see also Iuv. 1. 66; 12. 39; Mart. Ep. 10. 73. 4) much more than an antonomasia of a generous patron of literature.
The latter part of Labate's definition (Poets without Maecenas) hints, to speak approximately, at those poets of the Flavian and Antonine Age (Martial and Juvenal) who celebrate Maecenas as an unachievable myth in the contemporary crisis of patronage; consequently, since this crisis feeds their spirit of biting polemic, the recalling of Maecenas' patronage is also "brutalized" and materialized. The "Maecenas", in many cases (Mart. Ep. 1. 107; 8. 55; 12. 3; , is simply the patron who pays and the poet is the client who writes. If we cannot say that the Augustan myth is completely "destroyed" by the satirical poets, we have to admit that it could often be injured.
In the frame of the Age of Augustus, then, a space should be reserved for Maecenas as a writer.
33 Maecenas' compositions form an anthology of short fragments, handed down for the most part by Seneca (a further proof of his deep knowledge of Maecenas) as examples of bad -or at least bizarre -poetry, concerning metric, rhetoric and vocabulary. "Apologists" biographers have made an attempt to re-evaluate stylistically these fragments and tried to get from them features of Maecenas' personality (following the psychological interpretation of Bardon, who connected Maecenas' baroque stylistic tendency with his restless soul); 34 their considerations are now essential, but criticism has gone beyond.
Byrne (2007) has recently warned against the dangers of looking for autobiographical elements in literary texts; for my part, I say that Maecenas' fragments might be more often regarded as a field of interaction between poet and patron in the context of artistic production. It would be sufficient to resume -and possibly developLunderstedt's and Avallone's commentaries in order to rediscover parallel passages of some interest. A few examples: ) the image of the woods reflected in the water of a river is quite the same, but Virgil doesn't share the almost absurd (or, at least, expressionistic) turn of phrase of his patron, who says that the river (literally) "bears leaves" like the woods. In b 1 ) Virgil personifies the lands, saying that they "withdraw"; in b) this personification is lexically more daring, because the horti are not simply the subject of an intransitive verb, but the object of an action done by some men who "push back" the gardens; this form is better comparable with some verses of Ovid (b 2 ), who was a poet undoubtedly more inclined to innovation than Virgil: 
